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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR HANDLING COMMUNICATIONS 



Background of the Invention 

i. Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to a method and 
apparatus for handling a communication between two or more 
parties using a computer accessed by way of a 
communication network. More particularly, the invention 
relates to a method and apparatus for receiving a 
communication from a sender for a recipient, storing the 
communication as a record' in a searchable computer, 
sending notification to the recipient that the 
communication was received, receiving a reguest from the 
recipient to obtain the communication, delivering the 
communication to the recipient over the communication 
network, and sending an acknowledgement to the sender that 
the communication was received by the recipient. The 
acknowledgement may also include a data or transaction 
record including the time and date the communication was 
stored and the time and date the communication was 
received by the recipient. 

2. Description of the Prior Art 

Senders of communications often desire to 
receive notification that their communications were 
actually received by the recipient. Further, senders of 
communications often wish to establish the date and time 
that the communication was sent and received. For 
example, communications such as cancellation notices and 
legal notices require that the recipient respond thereto 
within a certain time period. The senders of these 
communications need to receive notification that the 
communications were indeed received so that they can 



attempt to redeliver the communications if they were not 
received. 

Conventional certified mail provides the sender 
of a communication with an acknowledgement that the 
communication was delivered to or picked up by the 
recipient. However, conventional certified mail does not 
establish a record of the content of the message and 
therefore does not provide sufficient proof that the 
message content was received by the recipient. 
Additionally, certified mail is slow because the 
communication must pass through the conventional mail 
system and then be either hand-delivered directly to the 
recipient or stored at a post office until the recipient 
picks up the communication. Often, several delivery 
attempts must be made before the certified letter is 
either delivered or returned to the sender. Certified 
mail is also relatively expensive due to the labor costs 
associated with shipping, storing, delivering and 
redelivering of the communications. 

Electronic mail has solved the speed problems 
associated with conventional mail because it allows 
communications to be digitized and transmitted 
electronically from one computer to another over a 
communication network such as a local area network (LAN) , 
wide area network (WAN) , or the Internet. However, 
electronic mail does not provide the sender of a 
communication an acknowledgement that a certain 
communication was actually received by the recipient. 
Thus, the sender of a communication does not know for 
certain whether his or her communication was received and 
the time and date the communication was received. 

Accordingly, there is a need for an improved 
method and apparatus for providing the sender of a 
communication an acknowledgement that the communication 
was received by the recipient. More particularly, there 



is a need for a method and apparatus for providing the 
sender of a communication an acknowledgement that is 
faster and less expensive than conventional certified mail 
services. Additionally, there is a need for a method and 
apparatus that provides a data record or transaction 
record of the actual content of the message and the time 
and date that it was sent and received that can be later 
retrieved to prove that the communication was received. 

Objects ana s\wgp«ry pf the Invention 

The present invention overcomes the problems 
outlined above and provides a distinct advance in the 
state of the art. More particularly, the present 
invention provides an improved method and apparatus for 
providing the sender of a communication an acknowledgement 
that the communication was received by the recipient and 
that the communication was sent and received on a certain 
date at a certain time. Additionally, the present 
invention provides a communication handling method that is 
faster and less expensive than conventional certified mail 
services . 

The preferred communication handling method is 
implemented on a communication handling apparatus 
including a central communication handling computer, a 
plurality of access terminals, and a communication network 
coupling the communication handling computer with the 
access terminals. The communications handling computer is 
preferably a file server type microcomputer including 
conventional memory for receiving and storing 
communications . 

The access terminals are preferably IBM 
compatible microcomputers including means for allowing 
users to transmit communications and requests to obtain 
communications to the central communications handling 
computer and obtain previously stored communications. 



Communications and requests to obtain communications can 
also be sent to the central communications handling 
computer by way of digitized facsimile transmissions, 
voice transmissions , or combined video and audio 
transmissions . 

The communication network couples the 
communications handling computer with the access terminals 
for providing communication therebetween. The 
communication network is preferably a telecommunication 
network . 

The method of the present invention is 
preferably implemented in the form of a computer program 
for operating the communications handling computer of the 
communication handling apparatus. The method broadly 
includes the steps of receiving into the communications 
handling computer a communication from a sender for a 
recipient sent over the communication network, sending the 
communication to the recipient over the communication 
network, and sending an acknowledgement to the sender that 
the communication was received by the recipient and that 
the communication was sent and received on a certain date 
and time. 

In preferred forms, the invention . further 
includes the steps of notifying the recipient of the 
receipt of the communication in the communication handling 
computer and receiving into the computer a request from 
the recipient to obtain the communication. 

The communication may be stored in the central 
computer with "public key" coded identification 
information for identifying the recipient. To retrieve 
the communication, the recipient must enter his or her 
corresponding "private key" coded identification 
information. In this way, the communication can be 
encrypted so that only the proper recipient can retrieve 
the communication. 



The above described method and apparatus for 
handling communications offers numerous advantages. For 
example, by providing a method for sending a communication 
to a recipient and sending a corresponding acknowledgement 
to the sender that the communication was received by the 
recipient, senders can be notified that their 
communications were actually received. This is 

particularly useful for communications that require a 
response within a specified time because the sender won't 
have to repeatedly resend the communication until a 
response is received: 

Additionally, by providing a method for handling 
communications that creates a retrievable data or 
transaction record including the content of the 
communication and the date and time the communication was 
sent and received, a record is established that can be 
used to prove that a recipient actually received a 
message. 

Moreover, by providing a communication sending 
method that is faster than conventional certified mail 
services, users are able to send certified communications 
that require immediate response since both the 
communication and return acknowledgement can be sent in 
minutes rather than the several days required for 
conventional mail. Moreover, by providing a communication 
sending method that is less expensive than conventional 
certified mail services, users are able to send certified 
communications more frequently and thus take advantage of 
the receipt acknowledgement feature. 

Brief Description of the Drawing Figures 

A preferred embodiment of the present invention 
is described in detail below with reference to the 
attached drawing figures, wherein: 



Figure 1 is a schematic representation of a 
communication handling apparatus constructed in accordance 
with the preferred embodiment of the present invention; 

Fig. 2A is a flow chart illustrating the 
preferred method for operating the apparatus of the 
present invention, and particularly illustrating the 
communication registration portion of the method; 

Fig. 2B is a continuation of Fig. 2A 
illustrating the communication request portion of the 
method ; and 

Fig. 2C is a continuation of Fig. 2B 
illustrating the transaction record retrieval portion of 
the method. 

Detailed Description of the Pre ferred Embodiments 

Turning to the drawings, Fig. 1 illustrates 
preferred communication handling apparatus 10 for 
implementing the communication handling method of the 
present invention. Communication handling apparatus 10 
broadly includes communication handling computer 12, a 
plurality of access terminals 14, and communication 
network 16 for coupling communication handling computer 12 
with access terminals 14. Those skilled in the art will 
appreciate that communication handling computer 12, access 
terminals 14 and communication network 16 as described and 
illustrated herein are merely illustrative of the 
preferred embodiment of the invention and that the 
communication handling method of the present invention is 
applicable to virtually all types of computer hardware. 

In more detail, communication handling computer 
12 is preferably a file-server microcomputer, 
minicomputer, or mainframe computer such as those 
manufactured by Digital Equipment Corporation. 
Communication handling computer 12 includes conventional 
memory, input and output ports, and a modem, and is 



operable for receiving, storing, retrieving and sending 
communications and requests to obtain communications. 

Access terminals 14 are preferably personal 
computers such as IBM compatible microcomputers containing 
Intel 486 or Pentium type microprocessors and conventional 
memory, input and output ports, a modem, and conventional 
software for communicating with communication handling 
computer 12. Access terminal 14 may also include "dumb" 
terminals with communication capabilities only. Those 
skilled in the art will appreciate that any number of 
access terminals 14 may be coupled with communication 
handling apparatus 10. 

Access terminals 14 are provided for the entry 
of communications and requests to obtain communications 
and are operable for delivering the communications and 
requests to communication handling computer 12. Access 
terminals 14 are also operable for receiving transmissions 
from communication handling computer 12. 

Communication network 16 couples communication 
handling computer 12 with access terminals 14 for data 
communication therebetween. Network 14 is preferably a 
conventional telecommunication network including a 
plurality of switches connected to respective local 
exchange carriers. Communication network 14 may also 
include a local area network, wide area network, wireless 
network, voice network, or any other type of network 
operable for coupling access terminals 14 with 
communication handling apparatus 10. 

The communication handling method of the present 
invention is implemented in the form of a computer program 
for operating communication handling computer 12. The 
computer program is preferably stored in the read-only- 
memory (ROM) of communication handling computer 12, but 
may also be stored in the computer's hard drive memory or 



on conventional external disks for transfer to the hard 
drive memory of communication handling computer 12. 

The computer program is preferably written in a 
standard generalized mark-up language (SGML) such as 
Hypertext. The mark-up language cooperates with a 
standard server language such as Common Gateway Interface 
(CGI) or Practical Extraction and Report Language (PERL) 
for handling the various operating functions of the 
communication handling computer 12 . Those skilled in the 
art will appreciate that the computer program can be 
written in other computer languages as a matter of design 
choice. 

The method of the present invention handles all 
types of communications and data transfers. As used 
herein, the term communication is understood to include 
all messages, including but not limited to, personal and 
business letters, notifications, bills, advertisements, 
photos, voice messages, and any other communications that 
can be sent over a communication network. The steps of 
the method illustrated herein are merely illustrative of 
the preferred embodiment of the invention and can be 
modified or adapted. 

Referring to the flow chart of Fig. 2A, the 
preferred computer program enters at step 100 where a user 
operating one of the access terminals 14 accesses 
communication handling apparatus 10 by way of 
communication network 14. Access may include conventional 
log-on or connection for data transfer procedures. 

In step 102, the program displays and transmits 
to access terminal 14 an initial communication describing 
the function and capabilities of the computer program. 
The program then moves to step 104 where it displays the 
options "Register Communication?" and "Request Delivery of 
Communication?" and prompts the user to select one of the 
options to continue. 



Step 106 determines whether the option "Register 
Communication" was selected. If the answer to step 106 is 
yes, the program proceeds to steps 108-122 for prompting 
the user to register his or her communication. If the 
answer to step 106 is no, the program proceeds to step 
200, of Fig* 2B as described below. 

Step 108 prompts the user to enter a 
communication. The program may limit the length of the 
communication or may allow a communication of unlimited 
length as a matter of design choice. Step 110 then asks 
whether the user wishes to receive an acknowledgement that 
the communication was requested by or delivered to the 
recipient. This option allows the sender of a 

communication to send either conventional communications 
or return receipt communications. If the answer to step 
110 is no, the program proceeds to step 120 as described 
in more detail below. 

If the answer to step 110 is yes, the program 
proceeds to step 112 which prompts the sender of the 
communication to enter his or her contact address such as 
an e-mail address. The contact address is used to send an 
acknowledgement to the sender that the communication was 
delivered to the recipient as described below. 

The program then proceeds to step 114 which 
prompts the sender of the communication to enter coded 
identification information for identifying the recipient. 
The coded identification information is used for 
authenticating the recipient so that only the recipient 
can receive the communication from the communication 
handling computer 12. 

In preferred forms, the identification 
information is a "public key" provided with a public key 
encryption technique such as the cryptography methods 
provided by RSA Data Security, Inc., but may also include 
any form of protected access or authentication protocol. 
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Public key encryption uses a pair of asymmetric keys for 
encrypting and decrypting coded communications. A pair of 
keys are provided for each person or entity that wishes to 
send and receive coded communications. One of the keys is 
a public key which is published, placed on an on-line 
database or otherwise made available to the public. The 
private key is disclosed only to the particular individual 
and is not distributed. When a communication is encrypted 
using the public key, it can only be decrypted using the 
private key. Conversely, when a communication is 
encrypted using the private key, it can only be decrypted 
using the public key. 

The program next proceeds to step 116 which 
prompts the sender of the communication to enter the 
recipients contact address for delivering the 
communication to the recipient. The program may also 
include step 118 for collecting a fee for the registration 
of a communication. The fee can be collected by various 
methods including on-line collection methods or by 
debiting the sender's credit card account while 
registering the communication. 

Step 120 then stores the communication in the 
memory of communication handling computer 12. The 
communication and all information related to the 
processing of the communication such as the time and date 
the communication was received and sent to the recipient 
are preferably stored in a database on the hard drive 
memory of the communication handling computer 12. The 
communications can also be stored in other conventional 
memory of communication handling computer 12 such as 
optical storage devices or tape back-ups for archiving. 
Step 12 0 also assigns an alphanumeric reference code to 
the stored communication for facilitating its later 
retrieval . 



After the communication has been registered and 
stored, step 122 notifies the recipient of the 
communication that a communication has been registered in 
his or her name. The recipient may be notified by e- 
mail, facsimile, voice communication, or by conventional 
postal service mail. The recipient of the communication 
is also given the reference code assigned in step 120 and 
instructions on how to contact communication handling 
computer 12 for retrieval of the communication. If the 
recipient of the communication does not respond to this 
notification within a pre-determined amount of time, the 
computer program may repeat step 122 . 

If the "Register Communication" option was not 
selected in step 106 of Fig. 2A, the program continues at 
step 200 of Fig. 2B, which illustrates the communication 
request portion of the program. Step 200 first asks 
whether the "Request Communication" option was selected. 
If the answer to step 200 is no, the program proceeds to 
step 300 of Fig. 2C. 

If the answer to step 200 is yes, the program 
proceeds to step 202 which prompts the recipient of the 
communication to enter the reference code associated with 
the communication. Step 204 then searches the records of 
the communication handling computer 12 for the 
corresponding communication . 

Step 206 determines whether the sender of the 
communication requested a return receipt in step 110 of 
Fig. 2A. If the answer is no, the program proceeds to 
step 212, which is discussed in more detail below. If the 
answer to step 206 is yes, the program proceeds to step 
2 08 which prompts the recipient of the communication to 
enter his or her identification information. As discussed 
above, the recipient's identification information is 
preferably a private key provided with a public key 
encryption method. 



Step 210 then compares the identification 
information entered by the recipient to the recipients 
actual identification information to determine if it is 
correct. If the identification information is entered 
incorrectly, the program returns to step 208 to reprompt 
the recipient to enter the identification information. 
The program can limit this loop to a pre-determined number 
of attempts before disconnecting the user from the 
program. 

If the identification information was entered 
correctly in step 210, the program proceeds to steps 212 
and 214 for displaying the communication or otherwise 
delivering the communication to the recipient. The 
communication can be delivered by allowing the recipient 
to view the message on-line or via a program residing in 
the recipients access terminal that acts as an agent for 
the communication handling computer. 

The program then proceeds to step 216 which 
sends an acknowledgement to the sender that the 
communication was received by the recipient. The 
acknowledgement may also be sent by e-mail, facsimile, 
voice or conventional postal service mail. 

If the "Request Message" option was not selected 
in step 200 of Fig. 2B, the program continues at step 300 
of Fig. 2C which illustrates the transaction record 
retrieval portion of the program. Step 300 first asks 
whether the "Retrieve Transaction Record" option was 
selected. If the answer to step 3 00 is no, the program 
returns to step 104 of Fig. 2A which lists the program 
options. 

If the answer to step 300 is yes, the program 
proceeds to step 302 which prompts the user to enter the 
reference information associated with the desired 
communication and searches the memory of the communication 
handling computer 12 for the corresponding communication. 
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This portion of the program may also include step 304 for 
collecting a fee for the retrieval of a transaction 
record . 

Step 306 then prompts the user to enter his or 
her address information such as an e-mail address for 
sending the transaction record. Finally, step 308 sends 
the transaction record to the address entered in step 306. 

Although the invention has been described with 
reference to the preferred embodiment illustrated in the 
attached drawing figures, it is noted that equivalents may 
be employed and substitutions made herein without 
departing from the scope of the invention as recited in 
the claims. For example, although many of the steps of 
the present method have been described in terms of on-line 
transactions, some of the steps may actually occur off- 
line via e-mail, voice, or other data transmission 
processing means. Additionally, the method may also 
include a program residing on the access terminals that 
serves as an agent for the central computer and provides 
some of the steps in the method before the access terminal 
is connected to the central computer. Moreover, the 
preferred communication handling apparatus 10 described 
and illustrated here may include other types of hardware. 

Having thus described the preferred embodiment 
of the invention, what is claimed as new and desired to be 
protected by Letters Patent includes the following: 



Claims: 

1. A method for handling communications 
comprising the steps of: 

(a) receiving into a communication handling computer 

means a communication from a sender for a 
recipient sent over a communication network, 
said communication handling computer means 
including memory means for storing the 
communication and retrieving means for 
retrieving and sending the communication; 

(b) sending the communication to the recipient over 

said communication network; and 

(c) in response to step (b) , sending an 
acknowledgement to the sender over said 
communication network that the communication was 
received by the recipient. 

2. The method as set forth in claim 1, 
including the step of storing a transaction record in the 
communication handling computer means, the transaction 
record including the content of the communication, the 
time and date the communication was received in said 
communication handling computer means, and the time and 
date the communication was sent to the recipient. 

3. The method as set forth in claim 2, 
including the steps of receiving into said communication 
handling computer means a request to retrieve the 
transaction record and sending a copy of the transaction 
record to the requester. 
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4. The method as set forth in claim 1, 
including the step of receiving into said communication 
handling computer means a request to obtain the 
communication, said request being sent over said 
communication network from the recipient. 

5. The method as set forth in claim 4, 
including the step of notifying the recipient of the 
receipt of the communication in said communication 
handling computer. 

6. The method as set forth in claim 5, 
including the step of receiving into said communication 
handling computer means location information from the 
sender for locating the recipient. 

7 • The method as set forth in claim 6 , 
including the step of receiving into said communication 
handling computer means identifying information from the 
sender for identifying the recipient. 

8. The method as set forth in claim 7, 
including the step of receiving into said communication 
handling computer means private recipient information from 
the recipient relating to said identifying information. 

9 . The method as set forth in claim 8 , 
including the step of comparing said identifying 
information with said private recipient information for 
verifying the identity of the recipient. 

10. The method as recited in claim 1, said 
communication handling computer means including a 
microcomputer . 
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11. The method as recited in claim 1, said 
communication handling computer means including a 
minicomputer . 

12. The method as recited in claim l, said 
communication handling computer means including a 
mainframe computer. 

13. The method as recited in claim 10 , 
including the step of receiving the communication from an 
access terminal coupled with said communication handling 
computer by way of said communication network. 

14. The method as recited in claim 10, said 
access terminal including a microcomputer. 

15. The method as recited in claim 1, said 
communication network including a telecommunication 
network. 

16. The method as recited in claim 1, said 
communication network including a local area network. 

17. The method as recited in claim 1, said 
communication network including a wide area network. 

18. The method as recited in claim 1, including 
the step of charging the sender a fee for receiving the 
communication into said communication handling computer 
means . 



19. The method as recited in claim 18, said fee 
charging step including debiting a charge card account. 



20. The method as recited in claim 18, said fee 
charging step including collecting an on-line fee. 

21. A method for handling communications 
comprising the steps of: 

(a) receiving into a communication handling computer 

means a communication from a sender for a 
recipient sent over a communication network, 
said communication handling computer means 
including memory means for storing the 
communication and retrieving means for 
retrieving and sending the communication; 

(b) receiving into said communication handling 
computer means a request sent over said 
communication network from the recipient to 
obtain the communication; 

(c) in response to step (b) , sending the 
communication to the recipient over said 
communication network; and 

(d) in response to one of steps (b) and (c) , sending 

an acknowledgement over said communication 
network to the sender that the communication was 
sent to the recipient. 

22. The method as set forth in claim 21, 
including the step of notifying the recipient of the 
receipt of the communication in said communication 
handling computer . 

23. The method as set forth in claim 21, 
including the step of receiving into said communication 
handling computer means location information from the 
sender for locating the recipient. 



10 
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24. The method as set forth in claim 23, 
including the step of receiving into said communication 
handling computer means identifying information from the 
sender for identifying the recipient. 

25. The method as set forth in claim 24, 
including the step of receiving into said communication 
handling computer means private recipient information from 
the recipient relating to said identifying information. 

26. The method as set forth in claim 25, 
including the step of comparing said identifying 
information with said private recipient information for 
verifying the identity of the recipient. 

27. The method as recited in claim 21, said 
communication handling computer means including a 
microcomputer . 



20 28. The method as recited in claim 21, said 

communication handling computer means including a 
minicomputer . 

29. The method as recited in claim 21, said 
25 communication handling computer means including a 

mainframe computer. 



30. The method as recited in claim 21, 
including the step of receiving the communication from an 

30 access terminal coupled with said communication handling 

computer means by way of said communication network. 

31. The method as recited in claim 3 0 , said 
access terminal including a microcomputer. 



35 



32. The method as recited in claim 21, said 
communication network including a telecommunication 
network . 

33. The method as recited in claim 21, said 
communication network including a local area network. 

34. The method as recited in claim 21, said 
communication network including a wide area network. 

35. The method as recited in claim 21, 
including the step of charging the sender a fee for 
receiving the communication into said communication 
handling computer means. 

36. The method as recited in claim 35, said fee 
charging step including debiting a charge card account. 

37. The method as recited in claim 35, said fee 
charging step including collecting an on-line fee. 



38. A communication handling apparatus for 
handling a communication comprising: 

communication handling computer means including 
receiving means for receiving a communication 
from a sender for a recipient over a 
communication network and memory means for 
storing the communication; and 

access means for allowing a sender of a communication 
to access said communication handling computer 
means for entering a communication, 

said communication handling computer including 
sending means for sending the communication to 
the recipient and acknowledgement means for 
sending an acknowledgement to the sender that 
the communication was sent to the recipient. 

39. The communication handling apparatus as set 
forth in claim 38 including an access terminal coupled 
with said communication handling computer by said 
communication network for sending the communication to 
said communication handling computer. 

40. The apparatus as set forth in claim 38, 
said communication handling computer means including a 
microcomputer . 

41. The apparatus as set forth in claim 38, 
said communication handling computer means including a 
minicomputer . 

42. The apparatus as set forth in claim 38, 
said communication handling computer means including a 
mainframe computer. 



43. The apparatus as set forth in claim 39, 
said access terminal including a microcomputer. 

44. The apparatus as set forth in claim 38, 
said communication network including a telecommunication 
network . 

45. The apparatus as set forth in claim 38, 
said communication network including a local area network. 

46. The apparatus as set forth in claim 38, 
said communication network including a wide area network. 
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